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Nuka-Hiva, the second largest and the most populated of the
Archipelago, that lay about eighty miles away to the north*
west. On Nuka-Hiva also the police had their headquarters
and Herman Melville had found Typee.
While, in the Societies, the Protestant Church had the larger
following, throughout the Marquesas the Catholic Mission had
the greater influence and owned large tracts of country. In the
valley of Atuana the land was almost entirely in its hands and
Gauguin found that there was none to be sold or even let apart
from that owned by the Mission, to whom he would have to
appeal and, he was warned, probably unsuccessfully. The
Bishop was away when he arrived, so that he was obliged to
wait a month until that dignitary returned and before he could
be certain that he would be able to find a place in the valley
where he could settle down* His trunks and the load of building
wood had to remain on the beach where they had been unloaded.
While he waited Gauguin thought that nothing would be lost
by appearing to be a supporter of the Mission. He attended
Mass each Sunday with all the inhabitants of the valley, the
older generation of whom were tattooed, their faces ornamented
with blue stripes. Frequently also the whole body was covered.
The men, under the decorous clothes which they now wore, often
bore raised encrusted designs on their flesh that signified past
prowess and exploits. The smell in the hot little church was at
times almost suffocating, owing to the great use the islanders
made of the cheap scents that the traders imported, patchouli
and musk*
During this time, while on a visit to the neighbouring
island of Fatu-Hiva, Gauguin had an encounter with a strange
old nude hag, the memory of whom filled his mind for a long
time, influencing his painting against his will owing to the tur-
bulent effect that it had upon him. Gauguin was sitting outside
the hut that he was occupying, smoking a cigarette, thinking of
nothing and watching the scarlet light of the setting sun on the
mountains* Thebushin front of him parted suddenly anda naked
and withered body appeared, covered completely with tattooing*